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Trading Accounts
SAM TELLER OF TWO GREY HILLS

Kathleen M'Closkey

T

rading posts on the Navajo reservation are frequent subjects of both
scholarly and popular books and articles. Dozens of existing studies
document the history of the reservation trading-post system.! However, the
names ofthe Navajos, or Dine, who worked at posts seldom appear in this historicalliterature. 2 In the recent past, historians have labored to create more
inclusive narratives, incorporating the stories of peoples who made crucial
but unacknowledged contributions to western history.3

Kathy M'Closkey is currently Adjunct Assistant Professor in the Department of Sociology and
Anthropology, University of Windsor, Windsor, Ontario, Canada. She recently authored Swept

Under the Rug: A Hidden History of Navajo Weaving, published by University of New Mexico
Press

(2002).

She is currently gathering archival information that will reposition Navajo weavers

and woolgrowers within a global context. Another recent collaborative project titled "Two Paths
of Power Relations: An Historical Comparison of the Praxis of Museum Anthropology in the
United States and Canada," will be published by University of British Columbia Press in 2004.
This article is dedicated to the memory of Sam Kent Teller who passed away 24 December 2000
at his home in Newcomb, New Mexico. I wish to thank the entire Teller family for invaluable
assistance and unending patience; in particular, Ruth, Barbara, Lynda, and Ernie Teller, David
Ornelas, and Belvin Pete. Lorraine Cantin and Dina Labelle of the University of Windsor
scanned the photographs and helped with the final preparation ofthe manuscript. The Whatcom
Museum in Bellingham, Washington, provided funding for a portion of the project. Suzanne
Friemann assisted in collecting information at the National Archives, Washington, D.C., during
July 2001. David Brugge kindly provided additional information on Navajos who traded after 1950.
Mary Frances Morrow expedited research at the National Archives in Washington, D.C.
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1949
Left to right: Sam Teller with Roseann, Marie Louise Gould
(Mrs. Teller's sister), Ruth Teller with Clara Mae (in cradleboard),
Tillie Gleason and her daughters Betty and Dorothy.
(Photograph courtesy of the Teller family)
TELLER FAMILY,
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From 1946 to 1978, Sam Teller, a Navajo gentleman from White Rock,
New Mexico, served as manager and right-hand-man for the owners of Two
Grey Hills trading post located in New Mexico. Although Mr. Teller had
worked for the railroad prior to military duty, he became "keeper of the keys"
at the post. The post's owners were periodically absent during his tenure, so
Mr. Teller carried out numerous tasks. He bore additional responsibilities
because one partner had a drinking problem. Over the years Ruth Teller, Mr.
Teller's wife and mother oftheir six children, became an adept photographer.
In order to appreciate more fully Mr. Teller's chosen livelihood, this study
will situate his contributions within the history of trading posts and Navajo
wageworkers.

Historical Context
The first Anglos who traded with the Navajos were post sutlers, itinerant civilian peddlers who supplied the army with food and clothing. When Navajo
sheep flocks began to increase after the formation of the reservation in 1868,
some sutlers bought excess Navajo wool. A few sutlers abandoned the army
trade for the increasingly lucrative Indian commerce. The first trading license
was issued at Fort Defiance in 1868, but that merchant primarily served a
White clientele associated with the fort. 4 Gradually the Indian agent encouraged Navajos to sell their excess wool, and by 1889 there were nine trading
posts on the reservation with thirty others surrounding it. 5 The government
controlled the number, locations, and licensing of posts on the reservation,
while off-reservation posts remained unregulated. Trading posts created more
frequent contacts between Navajos and Anglos than any other institution.
They predated other Anglo-run agencies such as schools and hospitals and
served as general stores and community centers. 6 As the reservation was enlarged, most government officials had little contact with the Indians.
Traders, however, occupy an ambivalent place in Navajo history. Numerous authors see them as individuals who aided the Navajos' transition into
the modern world. 7 Others picture them as often unscrupulous and profitoriented. 8 Some traders truly befriended Navajos, acting as interpreters, doctors, lawyers, bankers, and sometimes morticians. But others casually justified
a number of inimical trading practices. Anthropologist Ruth Underhill christened the trader "the Navajos' Shogun," and noted that trading was doubly
profitable because of the markup on staples sold and the handsome profit
gained by selling Navajo products. 9
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Since the establishment of the reservation in 1868, the Navajo economy
has become integrated into the national market via wool production, weaving, lamb production, wagework, and, more recently, extraction of nonrenewable resources. lO Traders saw themselves as best equipped to "bridge the
gap" between the Anglo and Navajo worlds. Traders selectively promoted
new subsistence activities to perpetuate the seasonal, uncapitalized cycle with
its dependence on post credit. From the traders' perspective, the American
ideal was to promote material welfare without disturbing moral and spiritual
values.u Anthropologist Willow Roberts describes an Indian trader as an individual who "exchanges manufactured goods with the Navajo for raw materials and crafts, usually on the latter's home ground."12 Flour, coffee, sugar,
and baking powder were the main staples, along with canned peaches and
tomatoes. Tobacco, flimnel, velveteen, calico, and trade blankets were bartered in large quantitiesY The term trader not only describes a specific business, it also represents a distinct way of life and livelihood.
Reservation trading posts were generally constructed of stone, wood, or
adobe with corrugated roofs. Windows were often protected by iron bars.
Interiors were similar. The "bull-pen" usually had an iron stove and woodbox, and high, wide, wooden counters, which discouraged shoplifting from
shelves that lined the walls. Doors were double-locked or equipped with stout
drop bars. '4 Traders owned their own buildings but rarely owned the land.
Some posts had a guest hogan on the grounds to accommodate Navajo families that travelled long distances to trade.'5 Posts generally were composed of
two to five rooms-a large front room used for trading, one or two storage
rooms, and a living area for the trader and his family. Navajos often helped
with the construction. '6 Owners were required to reside at the post but enforcement of this rule was lax. Government regulations required that traders
post a ten-thousand-dollar bond.'7
Very little published information exists on Navajo traders who did business
with other Navajos. Chee Dodge, first chairman of the Navajo Tribal Council formed in 1923, maintained a trading partnership with Stephen Aldrich at
Round Rock during the 1890S. Their licenses were annually renewed for more
than two decades.'s By 1905 several other Navajos had become traders, but
historians know little about their posts. Anthropologist Klara Kelley documented that near Black Mesa a post was operated by Little Mustache and his
brother Arroyo for less than a decade (approximately 1912-1920) ,'9 The posts
recorded by Kelley were short-lived and likely undercapitalized. In 1945 H.
T. Donald leased Tsegi (between Shonto and Kayenta) with credit extended
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TWO GREY HILLS TRADING POST 1964

(Photograph courtesy of the Teller family)

by Reuben Heflin, son-in-law of Stokes Carson.'" Unlike non-Navajo operators,
Dine traders on the reservation did not need licenses, but Navajo traders were
still a rarity. Nelson Gorman owned a post in the Chinle area around 1910.21
Clitso Dedman was a jack-of-all-trades: carpenter, stonemason, railroad
worker and, from 1910 to 1915, trader/owner of a post located at Nazlini, south
of Chinle." However, Dedman became best known for his carving ability.23
According to William Y. Adams, traders on the Navajo reservation exerted
a profound psychological and social influence over their customers, an influence that transcended even their economic importance. Most owners were
Anglo American, and some married Navajo women. Z4 Traders represented
dominant Anglo society. As recently as 1972, many Navajos were still preliterate and inexperienced in Anglo commercial transactions. More than 50
percent of Navajo adults over the age of twenty-five were unable to read or
write English, and one-third could not speak English. Thus Navajos who
worked at trading posts, especially as managers, performed vital functions as
cultural intermediaries.
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Navajos and Wage Labor

The Dine have an extensive history of freighting for reservation traders and
government agencies, initially by horse team and later by truck. The reservation has consistently sustained a high level of unemployment in wage labor, but most Navajos have expressed a desire to remain on the reservation.
Most Dine, therefore, had to search for work off-reservation, for only a small
percentage of the population could be absorbed by agency or trading-post
work. E. Reeseman Fryer, the general superintendent ofthe Navajo Service,
calculated that 3 percent of reservation income was derived from tradingpost-related work. Construction jobs were temporary; work was generally
seasonal. Some Navajos found work in sawmills and lumberyards. 25
Thousands of Navajos served in the armed forces and defense-related industries during World War II. Upon returning home, few found steady work.
Dine faced increasing impoverishment as per capita income plummeted
with the loss of military income. Due to population growth and range deterioration, the reservation lacked dependable sources ofwater and pastures to
sustain traditional subsistence based on livestock raising. The Bureau oflndian Affairs and the Veterans Administration were charged with recruiting
large numbers of Navajos for off-reservation work. Federal agencies and reservation traders served as labor "contractors" and intermediaries between
employers and potential employees. To buttress their assimilationist policies,
federal bureaucrats and placement officials collaborated on strategies to stabilize the labor force and to keep "on the job longer" Navajos working offthe
reservation. 26
The two most prominent draws for Navajo labor were agriculture and railroad work. Both industries preferred a system in which they could recruit
dependable workers as necessary without the responsibility of maintaining
year-round off-reservation housing for them. The Santa Fe Railroad provided
unemployment benefits during the wintertime and pensions for retirees. 27
External labor markets drew large numbers of Navajos miles from the reservation. Many Navajos, however, preferred to return to the reservation periodically to participate in ceremonies, tend crops and livestock, and fulfill
family and clan obligations. Such absences disrupted their participation in
long-term work projects, frequently frustrating their employers. Although
much off-reservation work, such as harvesting crops, was also seas~nal it seldom coincided with the Navajo cycle. During the 1940S one family in fifty
was estimated to own a car or truck, most of which were used vehicles. 28
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In 1939 the Tribal Council passed a resolution encouraging Navajos to
"buyout the white Indian traders," and the tribe opened three postS. 29 With
reservation lands held in trust by the federal government, trading-post proprietors owned the buildings but not the land. Still, few Navajos had enough
capital to bankroll a post, and without title to the land, obtaining bank loans
was impossible. By 1949 the Dine population had reached sixty-five thousand, with 102 trading posts. Over 90 percent of the posts were recruiting for
the railroad and about seven thousand Navajos were employed. 3D In his report
on trading prepared for the commissioner of Indian affairs, Moris Burge reviewed the reasons why few Navajos became traders:
The history of Navajos who have attempted to establish themselves in
the trading business is predominantly one of failure. It is not necessary
to look very far to find a reason for this. Lack of capital, insufficient
experience, and community pressures have been overwhelming
obstacles to their success. Few Navajos have had the education or
experience to run a business. Educated Navajos have usually sought
jobs in the Indian Service or away from the reservation. Business
experience, for the most part, has been limited to clerking in a trading
post where there was no opportunity to learn the buying, bookkeeping,
or the general management of a trading business. The strong tradition
existing among Navajos for the care of the needy, particularly those in
one's extended family group, has always been a serious problem for a
Navajo trader. There are many examples cited by Navajos of Navajo
traders who have found their stocks dwindle from the shelves from
handouts to needy members of their family. For the same reasons they
have assumed credit risks that were ruinous to their business. There is
a general feeling on the reservation that the trading business is a logical
and desirable field of endeavor for Navajos. It is attractive to many of
them because it enables them to live on the reservation with their own
people. They also see traders making money and generally living in
desirable circumstances. 31
By 1968 the Navajo Nation operated a $1.s million revolving loan fund. Although there were one hundred "general merchandise" stores on' the reservation in 1970, fewer than twenty were Navajo owned. By that date
approximately So percent of post employees were Navajos, largely due to
pressure from the tribal government.J2 However, most Navajos worked in
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menial positions, their chances of entering the ranks of trading-post owners
was remote. They lacked access to dependable sources of cash and credit,
and kinship-based reciprocity taxed the Navajo traders' resources. As Burge
noted, business decisions ran counter to community values: an Anglo trader
could refuse credit to a Navajo, but his Navajo counterpart could not.J3
Two Grey Hills, Navajo Nation, New Mexico

Two Grey Hills trading post, founded in 1897, is located on the reservation
east of the Chuska Mountains off Highway 666 (now U.S. Highway 491) and
midway between Gallup and Shiprock, New Mexico (Map 1). Much of the
region east of Highway 666, including the Chaco Canyon area, is accessible
only by rough gravel roads. The name Two Grey Hills may be derived from
Bis dahlitso (upper yellow adobe), for the several tan-colored hills that back-

MAP 1. NAVAJO RESERVATION

(Courtesy of the author)
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drop the post. 34 The site is listed on the New Mexico State Register of Cultural Properties. A number ofAnglo family "trading dynasties," including the
Noels, Wetherills, Davies, andCarsons, owned the post for various periods
over the past century. Willard Leighton bought the post in 1948 and employed
his brother Robert (Bobby).J5 In 1972 the store's manager, Derrold Stock, acquired an interest in the post. Stock died suddenly in 1980. After managing
the post for four years, Les Wilson purchased it from Marie Leighton in 1987.
He and his Navajo wife Irma Henderson continue to run the post today.
Two Grey Hills is probably the best-known reservation post in New Mexico,
and on the reservation it is second in reputation only to Ganado, a National
Historic Site located in northeastern Arizona. Hundreds of publications contain information on Two Grey Hills, and the post even maintains a website. 36
For decades Two Grey Hills has enjoyed a reputation as home to the "RollsRoyce" of Navajo rugs. Rugs from this region are noted for their clean crisp
lines and tapestry-quality weaves of naturally colored, hand-spun wools from
local sheep. A large percentage of publications on Two Grey Hills has fo'cused on the outstanding weavings from the region.

Sam Teller, Navajo Trader
Sam Kent Teller was born 28 November 1918 into the T6'aheedlfinii Clan
(The Water Flow Together), and born for Honaghaahnii Clan (One Who
Walks Around), in Crownpoint, New Mexico. His mother Nellie Peshlakai
Teller and father Paul had seven boys and three girls. As a young boy, Sam
Teller loved to play baseball with his siblings. He was an expert on horseback,
emulating western film stars, and became adept at trick riding. During the
1940S Mr. Teller's work for the railroad took him to Nebraska, Kansas, Utah,
and areas of the Southwest. In 1942 he was stationed at Fort Lewis, Washington, while in the U.S. Army. Mr. Teller resumed railroad work because itpaid
well, but he disliked the excessive drinking that sometimes occurred among
the employees. He married Ruth Shorty in 1945. When their daughter Roseann was born, Sam sought work closer to home.
Other traders and owners at Two Grey Hills have been profiled in publications, but Mr. Teller worked at the post for a far longer period than did
many of them. Although most closely associated with Two Grey Hills, Mr.
Teller also worked for short periods at lesser-known posts such as Buffalo
Springs, Colored Mountain, Cove, and Littlewater. Still he always returned
to Two Grey Hills.
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1958
(Photograph courtesy of the Teller family)

BUFFALO SPRINGS TRADING POST,

Mr. Teller was responsible for many day-to-day operations at Two Grey
Hills. He was experienced in many aspects of trading: buying and sacking
wool; purchasing and hauling livestock and hay; freighting goods to and from
. wholesale houses in Gallup, Shiprock, and Farmington; stocking shelves;
working behind the meat counter; and hauling cows to Durango, Colorado.
Because he also owned sheep, cattle, and horses, he was very knowledgeable
about livestock. Mr. Teller opened the store six days a week and worked long
hours each day. In fact his family lived behind the post during the 1950S until
Mr. Teller built their current home in Newcomb, New Mexico. He served a
crucial role as "cultural translator" for non-English-speaking Navajos unfamiliar with trading post practices and policies. Often the trader/owner did
not appear at the post until long after lunch. Thus Mr. Teller was a valued
and trusted employee who continually looked after the daily tasks necessary
for a smooth operation. His older children, Roseann and Ernie, gained valuable experience when they helped their dad behind the counter.
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Interview with Sam Teller
Over the weekend of 29 August 1997 and on several other occasions, I interviewed Sam Teller at his home in Newcomb. I found the genealogy of post
ownership confusing. Mr. Teller had a remarkable memory, and he clarified
the chronology of partnerships for me. Prior to working at Two Grey Hills,
Mr. Teller knew Willard Leighton while the latter worked for James Gibson,
owner of the White Rock post. 3? Both traders had served in the navy during
World War II. Like many Navajos, Mr. Teller periodically worked for the
railroad, but the jobs could be unpredictable and cancellations occurred unexpectedly. After working at the post for a short period, he was called back for
railroad work near Kearney, Nebraska, in 1945. He was away for five months,
and on his return Willard immediately contacted him. Because Mr. Teller
knew how to drive, he stayed on at Two Grey Hills. One of his first duties was
collecting rocks for Marie Leighton's garden, which still exists.
Interviews with Mr. Teller illuminate trading post operations and employee working conditions. 38 During our interview, Mr. Teller described how
he was paid:
M'CLOSKEY: How did he pay you?
TELLER: [laughing] Very little.
M'CLOSKEY: Well, did he pay you with groceries?
TELLER: Yeah ... and ... he paid me with money but I spent it 'cause I
had my wife and my kids.... [S]ometimes cash, sometimes groceries.
I really wanted to go back to the railroad, it's hard work but I get paid
pretty good.... [B]ut they kept me on and kept me on .... [T]he
railroad paid four times as much .... [I]f I'd gone back to the railroad,
I would have had more pension than I do now.... I lost my time
[while] workin' at the trading post.
Willard Leighton died in 1959, and his widow Marie leased the store to
Derrold Stock, who died in 1980. Mr. Teller worked at Two Grey Hills for two
years less than that of Leighton and Stock combined. Leighton had a partner,
Nelson Jack, who also sold State Farm Insurance.
Employees worked at diverse tasks for long hours. Mr. Teller described a
typical trading day at the post. He left his home in Newcomb at 6:30A.M. and
arrived at the post around T15 A.M.:
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TELLER: I'd open the back door and go in and start to clean up like
wipe the counters, and ... sweep the floor. I start cutting the meat
(mutton and pork) for people that want to pick it up, ... then clean up
the meat saw and knives-wash them in hot water. Then it's eight
o'clock and people start coming in. I start the tradin' with those
people, like cash and credit, ... the limit, whatever they have left. I
just goin' like that, all the morning and all the afternoon - I just talk to
them .... Sometimes about two 0' clock the trader would come in. "I
want you to do this, and I want you to do that. Haul hay or take
livestock to market." So I do that and by then it's already [past] quittin'
time.... But all the next day, same thing, same thing....They [the
owners] live in town, they drive out, ... [or sometimes it was] about
eleven or twelve o'clock before they come out and I was there all the
time.
Mr. Teller shared many stories about trading post life - rushing women to the
hospital to have their babies or driving them back home; buying rugs; sacking wool; and his favorite activity, driving the big truck loaded with livestock
or merchandise to and from town, sometimes accompanied by one or more
of his children. He hauled cows to Durango and sheep to Farmington, recounting, "I drove to the wholesale houses [in Gallup] about every two
weeks, ... winter and summer. Sometimes there was a lot of snow on the
roads. I could go through it. ... It was a powerful truck."
He related a story about an event that occurred on one of his trips when
Ernie was with him:
TELLER: There was a man who was looking for a bucking horse for the
rodeos. [Suddenly] the horse bucked, he was thrown and it killed
him - he broke his neck. These old ladies came out of the store and
didn't know what to do.... So we loaded that horse and he was
jumpin' around in the pickup and we took off for Table Mesa. He
jumped off the side, ... and I told Ernie to hit his face with the bridle.
Ernie was afraid .... I'd run the truck, then all of a sudden I stopped
and the horse fell back.... [T]wo, three times I did that and then he
behaved.
Sheep and wool were integral to Navajo lives and the reservation economy.
Mr. Teller described the activities surrounding the busy wool season. When
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ROSEANN AND ERNIE AT THEIR HOUSE IN NEWCOMB, NEW MEXICO,
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1952

(Photograph courtesy of the Teller family)

Navajos brought in their gunnysacks of wool after spring shearing, he had to
open and inspect them:
TELLER: And if it was too dirty or something like that we asked them to
do something with it. But if it's all clean, we put it in the gunnysacks
and marked it, ... nice and clean.
M'CLOSKEY:

Was most of the wool white wool?

TELLER: Well, we usually tell 'em, if we buy wool, it had to be all white
together, black together. If it was spotted sheep, put it in separate ....
But anyways, some people don't understand or don't care. They just
put all stuff in there. Dirt and all.
After the wool was weighed, it was "stomped" into large sacks, each ultimately
weighing about 250 pounds. The flocks owned by Dine who traded at the post
varied from ten or more animals to hundreds. At one time the Tellers had 250
sheep. Their relatives also had sheep and goats. The post served over one
hundred families, most of which had a family member who was a weaver.

136 ~

NEW MEXICO HISTORICAL REVIEW

VOLUME 78, NUMBER 2

Sometimes weavers were shown a book of patterns. Some patterns had a
double diamond rather than a single diamond. The women wove rugs from
their own handspun wool. Mr. Teller never distributed wool, and no commercially spun wool was sold at the post. If a weaver needed wool, he sold it
to her. Mr. Teller confirmed that weavers would keep the best wool for themselves. Ruth Teller's sister Margaret raised sheep in different colors and the
Tellers paid her twenty dollars a fleece so that Ruth would have a choice of
colors.
Mr. Teller indicated that one of the reasons the trader came in well after
lunch was due to visiting weavers and buying rugs. If a weaver brought her
rug into the post, Mr. Teller would tell her to go see Willard or Derrold. Some
weavers would sell right away, but with others, the trader had to negotiate for
two or three hours with weavers who insisted on more money. Sometimes
weavers were paid in cash, but most had their accounts credited. If the post
owner was absent, Mr. Teller purchased the rugs. However, if Ruth or any of
her relatives brought rugs to sell, Mr. Teller did not handle those transactions.
The post held pawn including jewelry, saddles, baskets, and shawls. To my
surprise, Mr. Teller indicated that few Navajos were able to afford Pendleton
blankets, which cost about forty dollars each:
TELLER: A lot of people couldn't afford them.... [T]hey don't just buy
Pendleton blankets with their rugs. They had to buy clothes for their
kids, ... and food.
M'CLOSKEY: But what did they use for covers, for clothing?
TELLER: Well, they used cotton blankets, like those over there [pointing
to a thin commercial bed blanket draped over the couch].
During the 1950S weavers earned from two hundred to nine hundred dollars
per rug. Daisy Tauglechee, one of the most famous Navajo weavers, earned
at least one thousand dollars. Mrs. Teller received around three to four hundred dollars per rug at that time. Mr. Teller noted, "Some of those people
they really weave a good rug. They don't have much ... we had to come out
and say I want to give you that ... if she was willin' to take it, she'd take it and
go on. If she needed more money, she'd ask for it."
The Teller family maintained a long-term friendship with Dr. Arch Gould

(19°3-199°) and his wife Anne of Grand Junction, Colorado. A physician
who served as a medical volunteer after his retirement in 1968, Arch Gould
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purchased and sold over 750 Navajo rugs. A portion ofhis collection, containing two of Ruth Teller's rugs, is highlighted at the Western Colorado Center
for the Arts. The Teller family has fond memories of Colorado for more personal reasons. In 1954 Barbara was born unexpectedly near Montrose while
the family was collecting pinones.
Making ends meet was a challenge on the reservation. Navajos in the Two
Grey Hills area also sold their lambs in the fall, and a number of families ran
cattle. A man by the name of George Kimball, an Anglo American, bought
horses from Navajos and sold them off the reservation. But by mid-century,
welfare was an important part of the trading post economy. A large stack of
checks arrived on the first day of the month.
M'CLOSKEY: What do you think was the hardest thing about trading,
the most difficult?
TELLER: Ah ... the hardest is people, ... buying junk and stuff and
running up those bills-their limit. And people come in and cuss you
out if you don't give them more credit.
M'CLOSKEY: So how did you handle that?
TELLER: Well, just stay there and just tell 'em "your fault, ... you
shou·ld think about what you're going to eat the rest of the month."
M'CLOSKEY: Did the post carry a lot of jewelry that people could buy?
Turquoise?
TELLER: Not really.... [S]ometimes there was some, but most people
bought their jewelry in Gallup.
If times were hard, people sometimes had their credit extended, especially if
there was a death and a family faced funeral expenses.
Toward the end of our interview, Mr. Teller revealed that he wished he
had never worked at Two Grey Hills. He preferred railroad work, although
it took men away for as long as six months and many Navajos simply could
not be absent that long. Still, Mr. Teller liked the traveling and wages. When
he was discharged in 1978 at the age of sixty, after more than thirty years of
full-time work, Mr. Teller discovered that he had no benefits. He had to work
an additional ten years to qualify for Social Security. For several years he
shuttled handicapped children by bus to and from A School for Me in Tohatchi. He also tutored children with low grades in English, Navajo, and
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math. Mr. Teller was able to do complicated math in his head, to work out
percentages, an ability that he undoubtedly developed from his years ofworking at Two Grey Hills. His favorite hobby was woodworking. According to his
family, Mr. Teller had a tool shed stocked like a Sears and Roebuck catalogue,
with every imaginable tool to make furniture, cabinets, picture frames, and
other wooden gifts. He loved teaching wood shop to the children at Tohatchi.
Sam Teller finally retired in 1987.
Mr. Teller was surrounded by fine weavers: his mother Nellie, wife Ruth,
and her sisters Margaret and Marie Louise. His daughters, Roseann, Barbara,
and Lynda Teller are featured in well-known magazines and catalogues as accomplished weavers and beadworkers. J9 Mr. Teller's decades of experience
and knowledge of weaving helped sustain the fine reputation that regional
weavers gained as the rugs from the Two Grey Hills area became known internationally. In fact it was during his tenure that Two Grey Hills weaving became increasingly well-known in the United States and abroad. During an
interview he remarked that he had traded many rugs while working at the
post. The owner often would defer to Mr. Teller for rug appraisals and his approval on values. While visiting a nearby post in 1997, an employee asked Mr.

BARBARA AND LYNDA IN FRONT OF THE TELLER HOUSE IN NEWCOMB,
NEW MEXICO, WITH RUTH'S RUG, SEPTEMBER

(Photograph courtesy of the Teller family)
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1997

(Photograph courtesy of the author)

and Mrs. Teller if they had any idea who had woven four old rugs in their collection. After a short discussion, Sam and Ruth identified the weavers ofthree
of the four rugs.
When Two Grey Hills celebrated its one hundredth anniversary in 1997,
Mr. Teller was honored during two events for his work at the post from 1946
to 1978. On 19 June 1997, Mr. Teller and his daughter Barbara spoke at a special session highlighting the post's centennial at the Sheep Is Life conference
held at San Juan College, Farmington, New Mexico. The following Sunday,
the Teller family attended an all-day celebration at the post. 40
Mr. Teller was an indispensable employee at Two Grey Hills. The fact that
he maintained a long-term association with the post testifies to his abilities.
He ably negotiated between two cultures, Navajo and White. As manager, he
was held to high standards of efficiency and responsibility by his employers,
the post proprietors. As Navajo husband and father with in-laws living nearby,
he tended to numerous responsibilities. Cultural differences and contradictory obligations to family and employer meant Mr. Teller's dual role was potentially contentious. Unlike many Navajos who worked off the reservation, Mr.
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Teller did not work seasonally but instead chose to work full-time. Devoted
son, husband, and father, hard-working and faithful employee, MI. Teller
held himself and others to high standards as is evident through his professionallife and family.
This narrative of MI. Teller's tenure at Two Grey Hills raises questions
about the importance of Navajo employee input into rug and livestock quality. The literature is replete with the names of dozens of government personnel and traders who "uplifted" the standards ofNavajo weavings and animals,
but only a handful of those individuals were fluent in Navajo. As a weaver,
I question how the nuances and complexities of weaving can be adequately
transmitted through sign language or "trader" Navajo. The considerable contributions of employees like MI. Teller, who became bilingual while working at trading posts, remain unacknowledged. Their families know the stories
and, with gentle prompting, those stories may emerge. In the meantime, may
credit be given where credit is due.
Postscript
Intrigued by Sam Teller's narrative, I undertook additional research to determine whether other Navajos had owned trading posts or clerked for decades.
The names of more than a dozen Navajos surfaced in government records
housed at the National Archives in Washington, D.C. Several files revealed
statements by Indian agents documenting the number of Indian traders in
their jurisdictions. For example, Peter Paquette, superintendent at the Navajo
Agency between 1910 and 1923, noted that ten thousand Navajos were served
by nineteen traders, five of whom were Navajos.4! Although Navajos were not
required to be licensed, they may have preferred to be so, for licensing lent
additional credibility to their positions: It may have been an asset to incorporate that information on one's letterhead when establishing business relations
with off-reservation wholesalers, seeking loans, or dealing with government
agencies. 42 Partnership or association with an established trader was likely a
boon. During 1940 Kee Shelton was licensed to trade at Big Mountain, located in the Northern Navajo jurisdiction, in partnership with Anglo trader
Lorenzo Hubbell JI. Likewise, Herman Peterson was licensed as cotrader
with Lorenzo Hubbell JI. at Greasewood in 1931. The Peterson-Hubbell license was renewed in 1932 for a short periodY In the Moqui jurisdiction,
Joseph Schmedding, an Anglo trader, applied for a license allowing Marcus
Kanuho to trade with him at Keams Canyon in 1920.44
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Sometimes a Navajo's application was rejected. For example, in 1934 Albert Arnold JI. applied for a license to operate a store at Mexican Springs after
his former post burned down. He was half Navajo and had formerly worked
with his father and sister at Tohatchi. Arnold wanted to build a new post in
the region where erosion control was to take place. Navajos in the area badly
needed a store, but because the Mexican Springs Experimental Station was
planned, authorities concluded that it would be an ideal location for a cooperative store. 45 One of the more intriguing pieces of information surfaced
with the discovery of an extensive period of trading conducted by a Navajo
woman, Nellie Damon Black. Black traded near Fort Defiance at her store
called the Bonito Trading Store from 1917 through 1942. Her husband Alexander served as her clerk. 46
At the end of World War II, the Navajo Nation government received a
flurry of applications from Navajos wishing to open businesses of their own
on the reservation. On 10 July 1945, Mike Brodie, formerly of Leupp, petitioned the tribal council to start a trading post at Tuba CityJunction on
Highway 89. He had worked for three years at the Navajo Ordnance Depot,
a federal installation, west of Flagstaff. On 26 July 1946, the council passed
a resolution granting permission to Charles T. Goodluck to operate a trading
post and sell handmade jewelry near Lupton. Several similar resolutions
passed during that same session. Denet Tsosie wished to open a blacksmith
shop, general repair shop, and trading post. In addition he hoped to make
teeth in the vicinity of Steamboat Canyon. George Neils applied for a tribal
land grant and permit to conduct a blacksmith and general repair shop near
Cedar Springs. Charles Damon sought to open a trading post six miles west
of the Tohatchi coal mine. On 28 June 1948, Frank Aspaas petitioned to
operate a filling station and tourist camp located on Highway 666, just south
of the San Juan bridge. On that same date, James Silentman petitioned to
build a trading post and gas station on Highway 666 near Bennett's Peak.
The council passed both resolutions unanimously. On 9 December 1948,
permission was granted to the Pifton Co-operative Association, composed
ofPifion area residents, to operate a branch trading post in the Big Mountain district. 47
David Brugge, retired from the National Park Service, has recollected Navajos who had posts on the reservation. Brugge recalls a store run by Maxwell
Yazzie during the 1950S near Tuba City and Curley Valley. Frank Goldtooth
ran a trading post that stood at a place named "Goldtooth" a few miles south
of Moenkopi on the Moenkopi Plateau. One of the most successful traders
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was probably Fleming Begay, who operated a post at Chinle during the 1960s.
Perhaps his success was due to the fact that he remained businesslike even
when customers called him "mean." Brugge also remembers two other Navajoowned posts operated during the 1960s. One was located near Hardrocks and
the other at Wood Springs between Ganado and Nazlini. The owner was
either a member ofthe tribal councilor a chapter president. His son ran a little
gas station close to the Kinlichee turnoff. 48
Perhaps this foray into researching Navajos as traders and post employees
will spark others to pursue leads that will contribute to the literature on Navajos as agents in neglected fields.
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